'OTHELLO'

teenth century. The majority of wives were doubt-
less as chaste and respectable as to-day; still, if one
wishes to realise the general level of thought and
feeling about marriage, one need only recall, I will
not say Elizabethan comedy, for comedy is never a
very trustworthy guide to social conditions, but a
tragedy like Othello^ not laying too much stress upon
the Venetian setting. Shakespeare's Venice in many
respects was London. What shocks us in the play,
the readiness with which Othello entertains lago's
suggestions, is partly explicable if one recall the
common estimate of the risks a man was running who
married and so put his personal honour in the keep-
ing of another:.

Cuckoo, Cuckoo! O word of fear
Unpleasing to the married ear.

tX

Othello knows it, and has only married because love
swept him off his feet:

^                     For know, lago,

But that I love the gentle Desdemona,
I would not my unhoused free condition
Put into circumscription and confine
For the sea's worth.

lago thinks all wives are the same; and his wife,
who is no cynic, is quite sure that all husbands are
unfaithful, and is not to be persuaded by Desde-
mona that wives should be more strict. Spenser's
idealisation of romantic love found little to support
it as he came to know the Court more closely:

And is loue, then (said Corylas), once knowne
In Court, and his sweet lore professed there?
I weened sur.e he was our God alone:
And only woond in fields and forests here.
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